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Facing a global
water crisis!
quite often with insufficient purification of the waste 
water. Many things that we use every day come from 
arid countries. The supply of water is also affected by 
climate change. Glaciers act as long-term water re-
servoirs, but they are melting, not only in the Alps 
but also in the Himalayas, the Hindu Kush and the 
Andes. Natural disasters will become ever more fre-
quent, and periods of too much rain alternating with 
periods of drought will hurt our agriculture.
One-third of the world population  
lives in water-stressed regions
The consequences of this imbalance are becoming 
ever more visible. The groundwater table is falling in 
India, China and the US, and three inland lakes, Lake 
Aral, Lake Chad and the Dead Sea, are drying up. 
Large rivers such as the Colorado in the US and the 
Yellow River in China no longer flow into the sea all 
year round. 
Today, one-third of humanity already lives in areas 
with a water shortage. Experts fear that this figure 
can rise to 50 percent by 2025. The wasting of water 
must be stopped and water management must be 
improved.
Water shortages directly affect quality of life and 
economic growth. When water becomes scarce, 
jobs and incomes are at risk and conflicts arise. 
    
In the 21st century, water will become crucial to 
survival. Our consumer society will also not escape 
unscathed. Switzerland can be rightly proud of its 
water management and its reputation as the 
‹reser­voir­of­Europe›­and­a­model­for­fair­benefit­
sharing between upstream and downstream wa-
ter users. In spite of this, however, Switzerland is 
dependent on other countries for its water supply, 
as 80 % of Switzerland's ‹water footprint› lies ab-
road, often in countries threatened by a water 
shortage.
Our global commitment to solving the water pro-
blem not only showcases our solidarity with the 
international­ community,­ but­ also­ benefits­ our­
economy­and­protects­our­affluence.­As­Switzer-
land has the required expertise and practical expe-
rience,­it­can­take­on­a­pioneering­role­in­this­field.­
Rising water consumption
In the 20th century, the world population tripled 
while water consumption grew sixfold. Consumption 
is rising by 10 % per year, often as a result of wasta-
ge. In addition, untreated waste water from the agri-
cultural and industrial sectors and household sewage 
contaminate fresh water reserves in many places.
We need water for drinking, in the kitchen and for 
washing, and lots of water is used for the manufac-
turing and processing of food and consumer goods, 
The water footprint 
hides in every corner
The water footprint is defi-
ned as the total volume of 
fresh water, including waste 
water production, that is 
used to produce the goods 
and services consumed by 



















1 pair of jeans
= 8,000 litres






How can water management be secured?
A water policy and state or even inter-state institu-
tions implementing this policy are needed in count-
ries and regions suffering from water shortage. The 
different stakeholder groups must be brought to one 
table where they can agree on mutual and fair prio-
rities, principles, laws and standards.
What is the impact of a water shortage  
on people without protection or financial 
resources?
In 2010, 884 million people, more than a third of 
whom live in Africa south of the Sahara, still have no 
access to clean drinking water. 2.6 billion people lack 
access to basic sanitation. People who have to live 
under such conditions suffer from diarrhoea every 
four days on average. Global child mortality as a re-
sult of diarrhoea is higher than for AIDS, tuberculosis 
and malaria together.
The lack of access to drinking water and basic sanita-
ry services is a key feature of poverty. When compe-
tition for water becomes fiercer, the poorest of the 
poor are likely to suffer most, and people's rights to 
clean drinking water, sanitation, good health and 
food will become nothing but an empty promise. 
What are the long-term consequences for us?
Our economy is closely linked to the rest of the 
world. Uncertainties and conflicts burden the cli-
mate for investments. Water is and will increasing-
ly be a cause of conflict.
Three pivotal issues 
deciding our future
Central Asia: efficient and automated water 
management
Central Asia: Swiss contribution to improved 
water management in the Fergana Valley
In the past, technical shortcomings and a centralised ma-
nagement system meant that immense volumes of water 
were lost in the channel system and sometimes only 50  to 
60 % of the water actually reached the farmers. The Swiss 
project combined structural improvements with a decen-
tralised management system, and 680,000 small farmers 
now benefit from fair and efficient water allocation.
Switzerland – a small country 
with big influence
Thanks to the efforts of the SDC and SECO, 370,000 
people are given improved access to drinking water 
and basic sanitation services every year and 30,000 
farmers receive new or improved irrigation systems. 
Effectiveness measurements and external evalua-
tions confirm the quality of these efforts. Every Swiss 
franc invested in the project creates added value 
of 3 to 5 Swiss francs in the affected countries. In 
addition, Switzerland's influence on the internatio-
nal agenda is significantly bigger than its financial 
contribution would lead one to expect. Switzerland 
is one of the founding nations of the Global Water 
Partnership (GWP) and the Water and Sanitation Pro-
gram (WSP), a think tank comprising experts from 
the World Bank, bilateral development agencies and 
affected countries. It is also a participant in the Euro-
pean water initiative SPLASH.
Our involvement with the development banks and 
the United Nations allows us to broadly distribute 
the models and approaches developed on specific 
projects.
In Switzerland, a new initiative promoting drinking 
water for developing countries, ‹solidariteausuisse.ch›, 
enables Swiss municipalities and their water utilities 
to provide efficient support to disadvantaged muni-
cipalities in the south.
‹Water diplomacy›, a tool of the future 
The objective is to ensure the fair allocation of water 
in problem areas. To reach this objective, contractu-
al agreements and committees are needed that can 
identify and mediate conflict at an early stage.
Switzerland wants to make a difference with its pro-
gramme, for example in the Middle East, in the Nile 
delta and the Mekong delta. Swiss methods and 
tools should serve as models for others and be used 
in other regions as well to solve conflict.
Ahead of the crowd
Who needs how much?
Agriculturae accounts  
for 70 % of water 
con sumption, industry for 
20 % and private 
house holds for 10 %.
ISO standard for water footprint 
expected soon
The SDC is already working with Swiss companies 
abroad. The water footprint is analysed along the 
entire production and delivery chain. Strategies and 
specific proposals to reduce water consumption are 
being developed and implemented by these compa-
nies.
This is still a new topic, but it is attracting much in-
terest, also from the business sector. Switzerland has 
been mandated by the international ISO organisation 
to develop and test an ISO standard for the water 
footprint. This process is supported by the Federal 
Office for the Environment, the SDC and their part-
ners.
Why the medal?
You can learn the story behind 
this medal by watching the 
DVD ‹Water›.  
Roland Schertenleib (Zurich) 
explains why the Vietnamese 
government gave honorary 
medals to him and other Swiss 
water experts.
The traditional rope 
pump has been modified 
for deep wells
Need to catch up
Countries such as Vietnam need to establish an infrastruc-
ture for supplying drinking water and treating waste wa-
ter within just a few decades. To this end solutions are 
needed that have been adjusted to local circumstances 
and resources. Eawag, the Institute of Aquatic Science 
and Technology of the Federal Institute of Technology in 
Zurich (ETH), has helped 30 countries to develop such so-
lutions and to train experts.
Hard to believe!
Worldwide, 90,000 people die of water-related diseases every week. 
This is almost as many people as live in the city of Bern.
2.6 billion people have no access to basic sanitation facilities and suffer 
from diarrhoea every four days.
Worldwide, half of all hospital beds are taken by patients that suffer 
from a disease caused by bad water. 
Switzerland has more to offer
Switzerland's exhibition 
at the World Water 
Forum in Mexico
Tradition
Our ancestors did not wait until the 21st century to 
do something about water management. The ‹bis-
ses› in the Valais, a model for partnership and good 
governance as regards water management, is a good 
example of this. Water has long played an important 
role in our economy, as evidenced by Switzerland's 
use of hydropower. The Swiss experts have the 
know-how that is needed.
Much has been done
As recently as the 19th century, cities in Switzerland 
still had to cope with cholera epidemics. A lack of sa-
nitation was one of the main reasons for an average 
life expectancy of 40 years.
Today, Switzerland has reached its infrastructure 
goals. Around 3,000 water utilities produce 1 billion 
m3 of drinking water every year, and 97 % of our 
population is connected to the sewerage system. 
These days only our grandparents can remember a 
time when swimming in the lakes and rivers was not 
allowed.
Thanks to the widespread acceptance of the ‹polluter 
pays› principle, the good legal framework and new 
technologies, we are confident that we will continue 
to master future challenges such as the presence of 
hormones, drugs and nano-parti cles in our waste 
water.
Thinking and acting together: the Swiss Water 
Partnership
Switzerland can make a substantial contribution to 
solving the global water crisis. The international ef-
forts of the various Federal agencies are coordinated, 
efficient and visible. The ‹Aguasan› task force com-
prising experts from Swiss relief organisations, public 
institutions, the private sector and the universities 
is an acknowledged, influential and oft-consulted 
think tank active in Switzerland as well as at the in-
ternational level.
The establishment of the Swiss Water Partnership, 
a platform that is open to all players in the water 
and development sectors, will further strengthen 
Switzerland’s presence, influence and visibility.
Technologies with great impact
A micro-irrigation system developed by an interna-
tional NGO helps small farmers to save up to 70% 
on the water needed for irrigation compared to more 
conventional technologies. With the support of the 
SDC, this system is distributed in Central America, 
West Africa and Kyrgyzstan.
In the Sahel, the wadis are dry for most of the year, 
but can rise very fast and cause much erosion when 
the scarce and torrential rainstorms come. In Chad 
and Niger, the SDC promoted the construction of 
small retaining walls in the wadis which hold back 
the water and allow it to drain, thereby drastically re-
ducing erosion. This allows farmers to lengthen their 
planting season by several weeks, thus bringing in 
better yields.
In Nicaragua, the SDC and the Dutch Development 
Agency helped to adapt the traditional and cheap 
rope pump for use in deep wells and boreholes. Lo-
cal manufacturers and traders in agricultural machi-
nery promoted this technology until it became a suc-
cess story in all of Central America. With the support 
of the SDC and the World Bank, one of the pump 
factories successfully ‹exported› its know-how to se-
veral African countries, where these pumps are now 
also manufactured locally.
The SDC aims to spread such technologies through-
out the world, and is ready to take this new and 
interesting challenge.
New technologies, new markets
When the water crisis becomes worse, a worldwide 
concerted effort targeting the following topics will 
be need ed: desalination, reduction of water losses 
through evaporation, and more efficient use of water.
The use of futuristic technologies such as telematics 
or sensor networks to improve water management 
is largely still unexplored territory. Here is a market 
with future potential for the research and business 
sectors.
Cleaning up Lake Kivu in 
Rwanda
This lake contains methane 
gas in high concentrations 
which can explode and 
threaten the densely po-
pulated shoreline. To keep 
the lake from turning into 
a cesspool, the gas must 
be siphoned off. The pilot 
plant which also produces 
much-welcomed electrici-
ty was set up by Swiss ex-
perts. This story is also told 
on the DVD ‹Water›.
